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L e t t e r s
S t a l i n ' s  O r c s  
R o b e r t  T . T a l l y  J r .
I n  " L e t  U s  N o w  P r a i s e  F a m o u s  O r c s "  (M ythlore  2 9 .1 /2  [F a l l /W in te r  20 1 0 ]), I 
d i s c u s s e d  s o m e  o f  t h e  e th ic a l  p r o b le m s  r a i s e d  b y  T o lk i e n 's  c h a r a c te r i z a t io n  
a n d  u s e  o f  O rc s ,  a n d  I  a r g u e d — a  b i t  t o n g u e - in - c h e e k i ly — t h a t  t h e  O rc s  o f  
M i d d l e - e a r t h  d e s e r v e  s o m e  r e s p e c t  a n d  s y m p a th y .  N o t  lo n g  a f te r  t h e  p u b l ic a t i o n  
o f  t h i s  p ie c e ,  I  c a m e  a c r o s s  a n  a r t ic le  c o n f i r m in g  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a t  l e a s t  o n e  o th e r  
n o t a b l e  O r c - e n th u s ia s t :  J o s e f  S ta l in .  I t  s e e m s  t h a t  t h e  S o v ie t  l e a d e r  w a s  
a t t e m p t i n g  to  b r e e d  a n  a r m y  o f  O rc s  in  t h e  1 920s.
T h e  s to r y  is  t h a t  S t a l i n — e n c o u r a g e d  o r  p e r h a p s  d a z z l e d  b y  
r e v o lu t i o n a r y  a d v a n c e s  in  g e n e t i c s  a n d  in  t h e  s c ie n c e s  m o r e  g e n e r a l l y — o r d e r e d  
R u s s ia 's  l e a d i n g  r e s e a r c h e r  in  a n im a l  h u s b a n d r y ,  I ly a  I v a n o v ,  to  in v e s t i g a te  th e  
p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  c r e a t in g  a  s u p e r - w a r r io r  o u t  o f  h u m a n  a n d  a p e  h y b r id s .  A c c o r d in g  
to  r e p o r t s ,  S ta l in  t o ld  I v a n o v :  " I  w a n t  a  n e w  in v in c ib le  h u m a n  b e in g ,  in s e n s i t iv e  
to  p a in ,  r e s i s t a n t  a n d  in d i f f e r e n t  a b o u t  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  f o o d  t h e y  e a t ."  (H e r e  is  th e  
p o i n t  a t  w h ic h  a  W o r ld  W a r  I I  v e te r a n  w o u l d  i n s e r t  a  jo k e  a b o u t  C - r a t io n s ,  
p e r h a p s . )  Iv a n o v ,  w h o  h a d  p i o n e e r e d  t e c h n iq u e s  o f  a r t i f ic ia l  i n s e m in a t io n  in  
r a c e h o r s e s ,  s e t  a b o u t  a t t e m p t i n g  to  in s e m in a te  c h im p a n z e e s  w i t h  h u m a n  s p e r m ,  
o n ly  to  a c h ie v e  th e  s o r t  o f  r e s u l t s  w e  k n o w  t o d a y  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  in e v i ta b le .  
M o r e  a p p a l l in g ,  t h i s  p r o g r a m  a ls o  u s e d  h u m a n  " v o lu n te e r s "  i n s e m in a te d  w i t h  
a p e  s p e r m .  I v a n o v 's  f a i l u r e  in  t h i s  p ro je c t ,  u n d o u b t e d l y  c o m b in e d  w i t h  o th e r  
d i s a p p o in t m e n t s  a n d  c o n s i s te n t  w i t h  S t a l i n 's  t r e a tm e n t  o f  o th e r s ,  m u s t  h a v e  l e d  
to  h i s  i m p r i s o n m e n t  a n d  e x ile ; h e  d i e d  in  K a z a k h s t a n  a r o u n d  1 932 . A n  a c c o u n t  
is  a v a i la b le  h e r e :  h t tp : / /n e w s .s c o t s m a n .c o m /w o r ld /S t a l in s - h a l f m a n - h a l f a p e -
s u p e rw a r r io r s .2 6 8 8 0 1 1 . jp .
O f  c o u r s e ,  S ta l in  a n d  I v a n o v  w e r e n ' t  t h in k i n g  o f  O rc s  e x a c tly ,  b u t  g iv e n  
th e  v a lu e  p l a c e d  u p o n  O rc s  b y  M e lk o r ,  S a u r o n ,  a n d  S a r u m a n ,  o n e  c a n  e a s i ly  
im a g in e  t h a t  t h i s  i n te r b r e e d i n g  o f  m a n  a n d  a p e  h a d  s im i la r  a im s .  A s  n o t e d  in  m y  
a r tic le ,  t h e r e  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  th e o r i e s  a s  to  t h e  o r ig in s  o f  O rc s  in  T o lk i e n 's  w o r ld ,  b u t  
t h e  m o s t  l ik e ly  e x p la n a t io n  is  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  b r e d  ( a n d  " c o r r u p te d " )  f r o m  E lv e s  o r  
M e n .  A lso , w e  k n o w  o f  i n te r b r e e d i n g  a m o n g  th e  ra c e s ,  w i t h  t h e  Silm arillion  a n d  
The Lord o f  the R in g s  r e c o u n t in g  a t  l e a s t  o n e  M a ia -E lf  m a r r i a g e  ( M e lia n  a n d
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Thingol), th ree  M an-E lf u n io n s  (B eren/L uthian , T uor/Idril, a n d  A ragorn /A rw en), 
an d  m ost no to riously , th e  in te rb reed in g  b y  S arum an  of O rcs a n d  h u m an s . As 
G am ling  no tes  ju s t before  th e  B attle of H e lm 's  D eep  in  The Two Towers, " these  
crea tu res of Isengard , these  half-orcs a n d  gob lin -m en  th a t th e  foul craft of 
S aru m an  h as b red , they  w ill n o t qua il a t th e  sun"  (III.vii.536). T he p o in t is n o t 
ju s t th a t S aru m an  h as crea ted  a h y b rid  of M an  an d  Orc, b u t th a t such  a b e in g  is 
m ore  capable of figh ting  (am ong  o th er th ings, th ro u g h  n o t b e in g  d a u n te d  by  
sun ligh t) th a n  th e  no rm al adversary . S aru m an  has accom plished  w h a t Stalin  h ad  
fu tile ly  dared : to  create  a class of su p e r-w arrio rs  th ro u g h  in terb reed ing .
In  h is p reface  to  The Lord o f the Rings, T olkien  defin itively  rejected  any  
allegorical read in g  of th e  w ork , a rg u in g  tha t, had h e  m ean t for th e  W ar of the 
R ings to  rep re sen t th e  Second W orld  W ar, th en  "S arum an , failing  to  get 
possession  of th e  R ing, w o u ld  in  the  confusion  an d  treacheries of th e  tim e have 
fo u n d  in  M o rd o r th e  m issin g  links in  h is o w n  researches in to  R ing-lore, an d  
before  long  h e  w o u ld  h av e  m a d e  a G reat R ing  of h is  o w n " (Prologue.xxiv). 
T olkien  here  m ild ly  rebukes those  read e rs  w ho  w o u ld  associate S auron  w ith  
H itler, S aru m an  w ith  Stalin, an d  the  R ing  w ith  th e  atom ic bom b, or w ho  w o u ld  
invoke such  sim ilarly  "top ica l"  in te rp re ta tio n  of th e  w ork . I certa in ly  do  n o t w ish  
to  re a sse rt any  c ru d e ly  allegorical m ean in g  for T o lk ien 's  m asterp iece , b u t the 
sto ry  of S ta lin 's  O rc-b reed ing  d ream  (if I m a y  te rm  it such) show s once m ore  the 
deg ree  to  w h ich  T o lk ien 's  w o rld  is n o t qu ite  so far from  o u r ow n.
In  h is  w artim e  le tters to  h is  son C hris topher, th en  figh ting  the G erm ans 
as a m em ber of th e  R.A.F., T olkien com pared  th e  en em y  to O rcs, b u t h e  also 
n o ted  th a t th e  re su lt of "a ttem p tin g  to  conquer S auron  w ith  th e  R ing" w as "to  
b reed  n ew  Saurons, a n d  slow ly  tu rn  M en an d  Elves in to  O rcs," a lth o u g h  he 
a d d e d  th a t th ings are  n o t so clear cut, " a n d  w e s ta rted  o u t w ith  a g re a t m an y  
O rcs on  o u r side" (L 78). Indeed , in  a le tte r sen t ju s t th ree  w eeks later, T olkien 
avers: "I th ink  th e  orcs are as rea l a creation  as a n y th in g  in  'rea lis tic ' fiction: [...] 
on ly  in  real life th ey  are on  b o th  sides, of course" (82). T hese m e tapho rica l 
references o n ly  show  th a t T olkien  w as w ell aw are  of th e  significance of O rcs in 
o u r u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the  rea l w orld , even  if O rcs are  n o t actua l be ings of th e  so rt 
S talin  h o p e  to u n lea sh  u p o n  th e  enem ies of th e  U.S.S.R.
A t th e  risk  of seem ing  chu rlish  once m ore, I w o u ld  say  th a t th e  sto ry  of 
S ta lin 's  p lan  to  b reed  a race of su p e r-w arrio rs  p resen ts  an o th e r occasion for 
sy m p a th iz in g  w ith  T o lk ien 's  O rcs, w h o —like all of u s —d id  n o t ask to  be  bo rn  
an d  w ho  are d o in g  th e ir b es t to m ak e  the ir w ay  in  th is w o rld  n o t of the ir 
choosing.
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